
Trinity Sunday; the day on which the Church asks us to 
reflect on the nature of the Holy Trinity; to reflect on our 
understanding of the nature of God. To help us do that the 
compilers of the Book of Common Prayer laid down that 
today, rather than recite the Nicean or Apostles’ Creed, we 
should use the Athanasian Creed. This comprises three and 
a half pages of complicated sixteenth century English with 
constant repetition because almost everything that is said 
about the Father has also to be said separately about the 
Son and again about the Holy Spirit. I estimate it would 
take us about fifteen minutes to get through it. I did suggest 
to Father Nigel that we us it but, for some inexplicable 
reason, he decided against it!


So I will start with a story. Saint Augustine was the fifth 
century Bishop of Hippo on the North African 
Mediterranean Coast, whose thought still dominates 
Western Christianity. It is told that Augustine was walking 
by the seashore, wrestling in his mind with the writing of a 
book on the Trinity. He came upon a boy playing on the 
beach. With his hands the boy had scooped a hole in the 
sand and was now trundling too and fro from the sea’s 
edge, carrying water in his cupped hands and depositing it 
in the hole. Augustine asked him what he was doing; the 
boy replied “I’m putting the Ocean in this hole”. Augustine 
gave a scathing response “How on earth do you think you 
can confine this vast Ocean in that small hole?” to which 
the boy replied “How on earth do you think you can confine 
the immensity of God in your book?”


And how can I explain the immensity of God in one short 
sermon?




Perhaps the best approach is to ask why we need to define 
the Trinity; isn’t it sufficiently explained in the New 
Testament?  The answer is “No”; although the persons of 
the Trinity are each referred to in several places in the New 
Testament, the relationship between them is somewhat 
unclear. Significant disagreements do arise; for example, at 
various times in the History of the Church the nature of the 
Trinity has been criticised as comprising three separate 
gods or as one god, changing his nature at different times 
and in different places, or, indeed, as a combination of gods 
and demigods. To counteract these and other errors the 
statements of Faith we know as the Nicene and Athanasian 
Creeds were put together in the fourth century and ratified 
by the Council of Constantinople in 381. These state firmly 
that the Trinity comprises three equal persons in one 
substance. It’s interesting to note that that word “person” is 
derived from the Latin “persona”, the masks used by actors 
in plays in Ancient Greece and Rome. Literally, each of the 
three persons is the same individual, but separately defined 
by the mask each wears. 


But that’s wasn’t the end of the controversy. Numerous 
variations in belief were suggested over the next sixteen 
centuries; some are still being debated today. The most 
controversial was when in 1014 the Western Church 
formally accepted a single word addition to both creeds: 
“Filioque” - and the Son - the Holy Spirit proceeds from the 
Father and the Son rather than the Father alone which was 
the original text. The Eastern Greek speaking Church could 
not accept this and it led to the tragic split between the 
Eastern, that is Orthodox Church, and the Western Church. 
The debate still continues, even at a local level. Today we 
will profess our belief in the Holy Spirit proceeding from 



Father and Son; our fellow Anglicans in Scotland and Wales 
will profess that the Spirit proceeds from the Father alone. It 
may sound a trivial matter, but actually it’s very important. 
What we believe on the origin of the Holy Spirit directs to a 
significant degree our basic understanding of the nature of 
the Trinity.     

 The teaching of Karl Rahner, a German Jesuit theologian of 
the last century provides a new approach to Trinitarian 
Theology, one that I think allows those with differing 
opinions to reach a degree of common understanding . 
Rahner taught that the nature of the Trinity is perhaps best 
understood in the threefold way that the single God 
communicates himself to us. And that our experience of 
that divine self communication is necessarily limited by the 
confines of history and human intellect; it cannot be 
perfect.  Or, as Augustine put it, “Si comprehendis, non est 
Deum”; if you fully understand it, it cannot be God.  I do 
think that’s helpful. 


I’d like to finish with two ideas for you to consider. Firstly, 
Prayer F which we are using today is based on one written 
by St Basil, one of the authors of the Nicean Creed and is 
perhaps the most Trinitarian of all those in Common 
Worship. It starts with a magisterial affirmation of the Trinity 
in Creation as described at the beginning of the Book we 
call Genesis


“You are worthy of out thanks and praise,

Lord God of truth,

for by the breath of your mouth

you have spoken your word,

and all things have come into being.”




Note that the presence of the Holy Spirit (“breath”) enables 
Christ (“word”) to join in the work of creation. 

Then look at at the words following the Sanctus and 
Benedictus: 


“Lord God, you are the most holy one,

enthroned in splendour and light,

yet in the coming of your Son Jesus Christ 

you reveal the power of your love

made perfect in our human weakness.”


Power, weakness, love. The mystery of the Trinity made 
visible in the mystery of the Incarnation. 


Secondly, think about the three gifts that Matthew relates 
were given to the Christ child by the Magi. I think that, in 
them, we also glimpse the Trinity. 


In the incense we see the power and majesty of God the 
Father, and our relationship with him in prayer. 


In the myrrh we see the humanity and humility of God, the 
“kenosis” or self emptying that Paul describes. Birth and 
death are the two events that none of us can avoid; the two 
events that firmly incorporate God in Christ into humanity.


And finally, gold. I don’t accept the traditional attribution of 
the gold to Kingship. Gold has a much more intimate 
relationship with humanity than that. Gold is what we give 
to another person when we love them, most typically when 
we profess that love in the Union of Marriage. Gold 
symbolises love. And, as Augustine deduced from the first 



Letter of John, taught, it is the Holy Spirit who is the 
manifestation in the Trinity of the God who is love. 



